THE   BEGINNINGS   OF   THE   MIDDLE   AGES
certain that the landowning aristocracy lost no time in attempting
to dominate him. But it never succeeded in doing so.1
We do not find that the king governed by means of this aris-
tocracy, nor that he allowed it any share in the government as
long as he remained powerful. And even though he conferred
immunity upon it, he did not surrender either to the aristocracy or
to the churches any of the rights of the crown. As a matter of
fact, he h#d at his disposal two terrible weapons against it:
prosecution for lese-majeste and confiscation.
But in order to hold his own against this aristocracy it is obvious
that the king had to remain extremely powerful: in other words,
extremely wealthy. For the aristocracy—like the Church, for that
matter—was constantly increasing its authority over the people.
This social development, which began in the days of die late
Empire, was continuing. The grandi had their private soldiers,
numerous vassi who had recommended themselves to them (had
applied to them for protection), and who constituted a formidable
following.
In the Merovingian period the seigneurial authority of the
landowners was manifested only within the limits of their private
rights. But in the period of anarchy and decadence, when war
broke out between the mayprs of the palace, who were backed
by factions of aristocrats, the institution of vassalage underwent a
transformation. It assumed an increasing importance, and its military
character became plainly apparent when the Carolingian triumphed
over his rivals. From the time of Charles Martel the power exer-
cised by the king was essentially based on his military vassals in
the North.2
He gave them benefices—that is to say, estates—in exchange
for military service, and these estates he confiscated from the
churches. "Now," says Guilhiermoz,8 "owing to their importance,
1	See the references in an earlier chapter to Ebroin and Brunehaut,
2	Charlemagne's Empire was based on vassalage. Charles had hoped to
govern by means of his vassals, and urged men to become vassals of these
vassals. lot, phstbr, and ganshof, Histoire du Moyen Age, vol. I, p. 668.
3	guilhiermoz, Essai sur les origines de la noblesse, p. 125.
271

